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Maximizing Spoken English input and output 






Abstract: Recently the role of the mother tongue has begun to be accepted and 
recognized as a learning resource, however, its impact on English input and output in 
the classroom has not as yet been researched in the Japanese context. The empirical 
research in this survey investigates whether the students feel that their spoken 
English output and input is affected when the native speaking teacher uses Japanese 
in the classroom. The data was obtained by means of a questionnaire and focus group 
interviews with students. The findings suggest that teachers need to be aware that 
mother tongue usage can reduce students’ English output and input. The results 
demonstrate that different approaches need to be taken depending on the classes 
taught.  
















The previous research I undertook at a Junior-high school showed that using L1 in oral 
communication classes is preferred by students at low and intermediate proficiency 
levels. The trend in Japan for the past ten years also points to L1 support being 
beneficial. Following advice from the EFL literature and the feedback from my own 
research I have been using L1 support in my classes at a private Japanese university in 
Kanagawa prefecture. After a while, I noticed many of my low-level students would no 
longer make the effort to speak to me in English, when they realized I spoke and 
understood Japanese, but would only speak to me in Japanese. Student preferences can 
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provide us with answers, but the questions we ask the students when formulating our 
questionnaires as researchers may not fully address the key issue. Our preferences 
toward L1 support when studying a foreign language may not always be the best for L2 
improvement. Due to students speaking too much Japanese, and not communicating 
with me in the target language, I decided to re-assess the previous stance of using L1 as 
a support to English language acquisition and try to find out  precisely what students 
were thinking and how it influenced their actions in the classroom. This was addressed 
by changing the form of questioning in the survey and focus-group interviews, as well 
as interviewing other native speaking English teachers at the university in question.   
 The research questions the study will examine are as follows. 
 1. Are the students less likely to listen to the native English speaking teacher, if the 
native English speaking teacher speaks Japanese in class? 
2. If the native English speaking teacher can understand Japanese are the students 
therefore, more inclined to speak in Japanese to the native English speaking teacher?  
  
Review of Research in a Japanese Context 
  
 The literature has shown that the use of a student’s mother tongue has been a 
controversial issue for many years. Historically, mother tongue usage was accepted as 
the norm in language teaching methodology until the end of the 19th century. In the 
20th century, usage of the mother tongue was generally seen as detrimental due to the 
influence of new theories of second language acquisition, teaching methodologies and 
various political and economic factors which favored an English-only approach to 
teaching. Recently, the role of the mother tongue has begun to be accepted and 
recognized as a learning resource. 
Recent studies at university level show the benefits of using L1 support and show 
that student preferences are supportive of L1 support. The following studies looked at 
the issue of Japanese (L1) use in the English language classroom. Izumi recommends 
L1 use in the classroom to facilitate comprehension in the Japanese context as Japanese 
students seldom ask questions (1995). Critchley (1999) focuses on the attitudes of 
Japanese university EFL students towards bilingual support in English classes. He finds 
that 91% of students have a preference for some degree of bilingual support and argues 
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that the ‘English only’ paradigm may not be entirely appropriate for Japanese contexts 
(Critchley, 1999). He noted that students wanted an average of 20% of teacher talk to be 
in Japanese (Critchley, 1999). More importantly 68% of all responses coded, show that 
when explaining about tests, homework, teaching linguistic terms as well as explaining 
classroom objectives and aims, Japanese language usage is preferred (Critchley, 1999.).  
Other studies in the use of the mother tongue in ESL classes in a Japanese context 
include Burden (2000), who undertook research after feeling remote from his students 
as individuals by only interacting in English. The subjects were university students and 
a questionnaire was used. The results led him to conclude that ‘students want the 
teacher to use the target language exclusively when used in communication, but expect 
the teacher to have a knowledge of, and an ability to use the mother tongue when it is 
appropriate to explain the usage of English’ (Burden, 2003,p.6). Nation (2003) notes 
that in Japan due to cultural reasons, individuals have very high uncertainty avoidance 
which can result in high affective filters. He points out that students may find using the 
L2 embarrassing and that allowing the use of L1 could aid shy students who would 
otherwise not speak. Barker, drawing on the research of Burden (2003), argues that 
English teachers in Japan should make an effort to learn Japanese for the students’ sake. 
Shimizu’s survey analysis examined the attitudes of teachers and students toward L1 
use in the classroom and the results showed that 68% of teachers found it necessary to 
use L1 in the English classroom. 66% of English majors and 89% of non-English 
majors at the university agreed with L1 use (2006). Her survey also asked teachers why 
they thought L1 use was necessary. The most common answer was that it aided students’ 
comprehension (Shimizu, 2006).  
Recently McDowell (2006) used survey research to find the preferences of students 
towards the use of L1 in a high school setting. Two hundred and twenty three students 
were surveyed in which 89.68% of students preferred some form of L1 support. He 
concludes that if teachers of low-level proficiency learners in high schools in Japan 
were looking to increase their students’ performance, using the L1 as a resource should 
be considered. Stephens (2006), however, concluded that although there has recently 
been a backlash against the English-only movement, limiting the teacher’s use of 
spoken Japanese is still in the students’ best interests. She points out that both Japanese 
teachers of English and native speaker instructors must resist the temptation to provide a 
quick Japanese translation when the concept could be explained in English, but that 
students should be provided with written explanations in Japanese of grammatical 
points that are not acquired by mere exposure (Stephens 2006). A judicious use of 
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spoken Japanese by EFL instructors may occasionally be necessary, but generally the 
English only principle provides the impetus for successful language acquisition. Von 
Dietze, von Dietze and Joyce (2009) however, say “the debate that surrounds this topic 
seems now to be no longer centered on whether teachers should be using students’ L1, 
but on how much and when it should be used.”   
This paper adds to the research but is distinct in that it focuses on different types of 
classes, reading and writing and listening and speaking and asks more probing questions. 
There should not be a one size fits all approach to teaching English as reading, writing, 





 The research used a mixed methods approach in gathering, analyzing and 
interpreting the data. The survey used a questionnaire to gather quantitative data and 
elicit student attitudes on mother tongue usage in class. The survey included a total of 
five questions using a Likert scale. The responses were used to analyze the students’ 
attitudes towards the use of Japanese in freshmen English classes at a Japanese 
university in Kanagawa. Working with teenagers who may be lacking in enthusiasm 
towards writing in general, a closed format was chosen to generate a lower rate of non-
response. The questionnaire was handed out in class time with five minutes allocated 
for an anonymous completion. A questionnaire was administered to two hundred 
students studying English. Approximately 15% were English majors with the remainder 
representing the faculties of law, economics, commerce, engineering, physics and 
tourism. The questionnaire was distributed in six classes, three of which were reading 
and writing a compulsory combination class for freshmen. The remaining three classes 
were listening and speaking a combination class. The classes were compulsory for 
freshmen with a mix of male and female students. There was approximately a 40% non-
response rate and around 10% of completed questionnaires had to be discarded as they 
were completed incorrectly. A voluntary focus group interview with students took place 







Results and Discussion 
 
This chapter reports on the findings derived from the data analysis described in the 
research methodology. The results of the questionnaire and the focus group interviews 
will be discussed and the implications of the results will be presented. 
Question 1: If the native English speaking teacher speaks Japanese in class are students 
less likely to listen to the teacher’s English in class? 
Class Strongly agree Agree Disagree Strongly disagree 
Reading/ 
Writing 17% 6% 50% 27% 
Listening/ 
Speaking 21% 10% 46%% 23% 
Question 2: If the native English speaking teacher understands Japanese are students 
more likely to speak to them in Japanese?   
Class Strongly agree Agree Disagree Strongly disagree 
Reading/ 
Writing 72% 13% 15% 0% 
Listening/ 
Speaking 68% 0% 27% 5% 
  
The research questions will now be revisited and answered in light of the findings. 
1. If the native English speaking teacher speaks Japanese in class are students less likely 
to listen to the teacher’s English in class? 
 The students in both reading/writing and listening/speaking classes all indicated 
that if the teacher speaks Japanese in class, they will still listen to the teacher’s English. 
The percentages in the two different classes were similar. L1 support can be used for 
giving instructions, explaining grammar, vocabulary or developing rapport with 
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students. Cummins & Swain (1986) however, explain that a teacher who uses and 
switches between the target language and the mother tongue can create student 
inattention. It is important to note that this research question is not independent from the 
next research question.  
 2. If the English speaking teacher can understand Japanese are the students therefore, 
more inclined to speak in Japanese to the native English speaking teacher?  
In both classes students indicated that if they knew their native English speaking 
teacher could understand Japanese, they were much less likely to speak to them in 
English. There are many reasons for this which students explained in detail during the 
follow-up focus group interviews. The most common reason being “speaking English is 
mendoksai” a very useful Japanese word popular among the young meaning difficult 
and annoying. The students explained that it is easier and quicker to speak to the teacher 
in Japanese then they did not make mistakes or need to repeat themselves until the 
teacher understood. Another reason relating to error correction was pointed out by one 
student who said, “If I speak in English, teachers always try to correct my English”. 
Other students pointed out that as they were in Japan at a Japanese university in a 
Japanese context they felt it natural to speak to the teacher in Japanese, even though the 
teacher was not Japanese. They felt the context would dictate the language they would 
prefer to use. Other important points to note were that in the reading/writing classes, 
students would be more likely to speak to their teacher in Japanese as the main focus of 
the class was reading and writing and not speaking. Some students noted that they were 
studying reading/writing as a subject and not as a form of communication and it was 
totally different to listening/speaking where the focus was on communication. Students 
in the listening and speaking classes, on the other hand noted that they were in the class 
to practice speaking and although speaking in Japanese would be easier it would render 
the class pointless. Their survey responses, however, indicate that most students were 
likely to speak to the teacher in Japanese if they knew their native English teacher spoke 
Japanese mainly for the sake of convenience. 
 
Implications and Commentary 
 
Although previous research has shown valid reasons for using the L1 in class, the 
results of the study indicate that if the native English speaking teacher uses the L1 in 
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class or is perceived to understand the L1, the majority of students’ spoken English 
output may be reduced. If the main focus of the class is maximising students’ spoken 
output, a speaking class for example, there is definitely a case against using Japanese in 
the English classroom and one of the main reasons for hiring a native English speaking 
teacher becomes redundant if they use Japanese.  
Students may be inclined to take the easier option and speak to the teacher in 
Japanese. The teacher has to realise students’ resolve to speak only in English may be 
weak. This does not mean the L1 is banned in the classroom and an English only policy 
should be adopted, but rather that teachers decide if it is worth using the L1 in class if 
other techniques could be employed. Classroom management is one of the cases when a 
few stern words in Japanese can have more effect than in English, however, to dissuade 
students from chatting amongst themselves in Japanese there are various techniques 
which can be used. Using name cards and changing the allocated seats, so students are 
not sitting next to the same student in each class and do not have time to develop bad 
classroom habits is one effective technique. Other strategies teachers could use to avoid 
speaking the L1 include distributing Japanese handouts to clarify difficult to explain 
points. The students themselves may need to draw upon the resources of their L1 in 
order to facilitate comprehension, but this is largely external to the role of the teacher. 
Hence both the use of bilingual dictionaries and note taking in the L1 should be 
encouraged. Students use their L1 as a basis for developing abstract ideas which can be 
expressed later in the L2 (Auerbach, 1993). When giving instructions, many studies 
recommend that L1 support should be used for clarification, however, the L1 does not 
need to be used. Instead, instructions can be explained in English in a step-by-step 
manner. Writing instructions on the board in English further illustrates what is expected 
of the students. Despite this there may be times when some students will not have 
understood. A possible solution would be to ask their peers or a more proficient student 
to explain in Japanese. Students can also be given the opportunity to clarify their 
understanding by explaining to each other what they think they have to do in the activity 
in Japanese.  
The teacher’s approach will depend on the type of class. If it is a speaking and 
listening class then the focus should be on speaking and listening in English. If it is a 
reading and writing class the focus will be on how to write in English therefore, using 
some Japanese to explain points which the students are not able to understand in 
English may be beneficial. Turnbull (2001, p.2) argues that exposure to ‘target language 
TL) input is the strongest theoretical rationale for maximizing the teacher’s TL use’. He 
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points out that for many learners, the teacher is the only model of the target language 
and therefore teachers should maximize their use of the target language. He also cites 
Wong-Fillmore’s claim that trying to “figure out” the target language is an important 
part of the learning process for students (Turnbull, 2001, p.2). In task-based learning, 
“negotiated meaning” is described as what results from teacher-student interaction by 
way of giving instructions, checking meaning, and confirming understanding. Some 
argue that every time the target language is not spoken, it is considered a missed 
opportunity. Teachers need to realize that teacher-student interaction offers a great 
opportunity for Krashen’s Comprehensible Input (1987) or Long’s Interactionist 
Hypothesis (1996). The problem for teachers is deciding if the close teacher-student 
relationship that can be created by L1 usage leads to an atmosphere where effective 
learning can take place, or whether the tension which is inherent in communicating 
exclusively in a foreign language provides the impetus for learning to occur. In the 
Japanese context, students may try to avoid losing face by avoiding the risk-taking that 




The research attempted to find out whether students felt that L1 use reduced their 
target language input and output. The results of the survey and focus group show that is 
the case, but they differ depending on the type of class taught. There are ways to support 
students, other than using the L1 and the lack of target language in the classroom could 
be considered by many a missed opportunity. Speaking in English is sometimes more 
time consuming and requires more effort and creativity for the native English speaking 
teacher. It is important for teachers to address whether they are speaking the L1 for their 




Auerbach, E. (1993). Reexamining English Only in the ESL Classroom. TESOL Quarterly  Vol.  
27 (1) 9-32. 
Barker, D. (2003). Why English Teachers in Japan Need to Learn Japanese. The Language 
Teacher February. 
Baron, D. (1990). The English Only Question: An Official Language for Americans?   New 
Haven: Yale University Press. 
23 
 
Burden, P. (2000). The Use of Students’ Mother Tongue in Monolingual English “Conversation” 
Classes at Japanese Universities. The Language Teacher  Vol.25 (4) 5-11. 
Burden, P. (2003). Attitude Change Towards Mother Tongue Usage in Conversation Class. The 
Language Teacher Vol.25 (4) 5-11. 
Critchley, M.P. (1999). Bilingual Support in English Classes in Japan: A survey of student 
opinions of L1 use by foreign teachers. The Language Teacher  Vol. 23 (9) 10-13. 
Cummins, J. & Swain, M. (1986). Bilingualism in Education: Aspects of Theory, Research and 
Practice. London: Longman. 
Izumi, K. (1995). Translation-aided Approach in Second Language Acquistion. Japan 
Association for Language Teaching Journal. 17.2 225-237. 
Krashen, S. D. (1987), Principles and practice in second language acquisition, Englewood  
Cliffs, Prentice-Hall International, N.J. 
Long, M. H. (1996), The role of the linguistic environment in second language acquisition, In: 
Handbook of second language acquisition, 413-468,  Academic Press, NY. 
Lightbown, P. & Spada, N. (2006). How Languages are Learned. Oxford:   OUP.  
Nation, P. (2003). The Role of the First Language in Foreign Language Learning. Asian EFL 
Journal Online, 5,2. 
Shimizu, M. (2006). Monolingual or Bilingual Policy in the Classroom: Pedagogical 
Implications of L1 Use in the Japanese EFL Classroom. Maebashi Kyoai Gakuen College 
Ronsyu 6: 75-89. 
Stephens, M. (2006). The use and abuse of Japanese in the university English class. The Language 
Teacher, 30, 8, 13-18. 
Turnbull, M. (2001) There is a role for the L1 in second and foreign language teaching, but…1. 
Canadian Modern Language Review, Volume 57 (4), 1-7. 
von Dietze, A., von Dietze, H., & Joyce, P. (2009). Researching the role of L1 (Japanese) in 




Received on Nov. 29, 2012. 
 
 
 
